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3 APR 1975

MEMORANDUM"

SUBJECT: Intelligence Coverage of the War in Vietnam
December 1974 - March 1975

SUMMARY

This paper conc-ludes that (1) the c_omniunity"s crstimat.es of
North Vietnamese intentions were accurate; but (2) that intelligence
publications did not fo_resee President Thieu's decision in mid- :
March to withdraw from major parts of the country without a
fight; and (3) also did not warn of the impending céllapse of
major elements of the South Vietnamese armed forces. 11, also
argues, however, that--since Thieu consulted no one in advance--
his rnové was virtually unforeseéable aud that it ;‘va.s the manner

of his move, combined with certain vulnerabilities of the South

Vietnamese armed forces, which precipitated that collapse.
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Prepared by the Product Review Division of the Intelligence
" Community Staff.
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MEMORANDUM

SUBJECT: Intelligence Coverage of the War in Vietnam
December 1974 - March 1975

INTROI;UCTION

In ‘mid—March, President Thieu made a decision to withdraw
South Vietnam's armed forces from major portions of northexrn
and central South Vietnam. His intention was to concentrate his
units in the southern half of the country and around the large
population centers along the north-central coast.

The rationale underlying this decision was Thieu's épparent
conclusion that his forces were over-cxtended and under-supplied
and faced an enemy possessing a formidable inventory of armor
and artillery and a large, combat-ready strategic rbde“cve And
cebrtainly Thieu's as.sessment also includéd his judgﬁiant that the
future of US aid was uncertain at best.

Preéident Thieu consulted no one while making his strategic
decision--not the RVN's Joint General Staff, the regional commanders,
or any US officials. Without the benefit of careful ﬁlilitary planning,
Thieu's actions have precipitated South Vietnam's worst defeat in
the long history of this war. Saigon's armed forces and, indeed,

the government itself,are nowtottering on the brink of collapse,
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These events raise some obvious questions
--Was there a failure on the part of the intelligence

.community to accurately forecast the course of events

in South Vietnam? And, if so, what was the precise

nature of the failure?

To answer these questions, two major specifics must be
addressed: the Intelligence Community's estima-tes‘ of Coﬁmmist
military intentions in South Vietnam, and its assessme:ﬁts of the
capabilities of South Vietnam's armed forces. We take these in

turn.

I. Communist Military Intentions in South Vietnam
The intelligence comranunity's principal forecast of Cormmunist

intentions in South Vietnam through raid ~1975 is contained in NIE

53/14.3-2-74: "Short-Term Prospects for Vietnam, ' published

on 23 December 1974. The principal conclusions of this paper
were these:

" ..the evidence points toward a marked increase
in military action between now and mid-1975...." (p.1}

"We expect at a minimum a sharp escalation in
fighting this dry season with the Communists making
greater use of their in-country firepower than in 1974.
They clearly have the flexibility to commit a portion
of their strategic reserve, and we believe that they are
likely to base their decisions on how the fighting evolves
during the dry season. We believe that they will make
such a commitment to exploit major vulnerabilities in
the South Vietnamese position or to rmaintaiv ithe
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momentum of their military effort...we estimate

that an all-out offensive is unlikely this dry season,

although there is a risk that Hanoi might move in

this direction if it perceived an opportunity where

it could score a decisive victory.'" (p-9)

The course of events since the publication of this estimate
funtil Thieu's withdrawal scheme backfired) suggests that this
estimate accurately forecast North Vietnamese intentions. The
first three months of 1975 were characterized by an "escalation
in fighting' and the North Vietnamese comraitment of "a poxtion
of their strategic reserve.' And the North Vietnamese have
obviously moved "to exploit major vulnerabilities in the South

Vietnamese position."

In other words, the character and
intensity of the fighting, the posture an.d deployment of North
Vietnam's divisions 1n RVN, aﬁd the iirﬁ.i’ced corﬁnﬁtment of
thé NVA's strategic reserve division all indicate that the NIE |
was accurate in its principal conclusions. |

We believe that the actions of the NVA in the week after“

Thieu implemented his pull-back plan also support the NIE's

judgments. Clearly confused, Hanoi initially was not quick

to press its tremendous opportunity. And our best reading 25X1

L ndicates that the recent commitment of

additional units to the fight in the South occurr ed gi@g‘g, not

before, Thieu's decision. .
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II. The Performance of the Armed Forces P_f South Vietnam_

The guestion here--Did the intelligence community misassess
the capabilities of the Republic of Vietnam's Armed Forces?--
requires a complex answer. 'i"he December 1974 NIE ch:;lractcrized
those armed forces in this manner:

"The military performance of the RVNAF has been
reasonably effective. . /and it 1s/ capable of providing
security sufficient to protect the bulk of the populace,

- despite ammunition, fuel, and equipment stringencies.''

(».5)

Clearly, this does not portend the events which unfolded in
March and April 1975. .chevér, in fleshing out the details, the
NIE goes on to state:

"Nevertheless, the quality of rﬁany RVNAF commanders -
is still marginal, espec*ally at cempany and field grade
- levels. " {p.5) :

"The RVNAF is plagued by the perennial problems
of reduced manning levels. " (p.5}

"South Vietnamese military shortcomings are most
apparent within the territorial forces.../many of them/
have performed poorly as a result of inadequate leadership
discipline and unit manning. " {p.5) :

"The most unsettling development affecting the RVNAF,
however, derives from the decline in US military aid
available to the GVN. " (p. 6)

"Even at the 1974 level of combat, we would thus
expect the RVNAF to be in a significantly weaker logistical
position by the end of the dry season.’ (p.6}

. 4 T . '
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Taken together, these amplifications of the RVNAF's condition

provide the reader of the NIE with the description of an armed

force which has distinct problems--problems which are not getting

better. The Estimate summafizes in this way:

"RVNAT combat capabilities appear in etrospect to

have peaked in the year or so following the cease fire.
There has been some decline in RVNAF effectiveness,
but the decline has not yet reached significant proportlons

(p- 6)
And most prescient of all is this key judgment of the NIK:
"As important as the current level of US assistance is

the GVN's faith in a continuing US commitment to provide
military assistance in the future when it is needed. A loss

of confidence in the US commitment to South Vletnam would

seriously affect the GVN's morale and will to continue the ;
struggle regardless of the actual level of stocks onhand. e
/underlining added/

The NIE thus suggests the, d'mg T of a ps yc‘l,ologma? Lnravelh'w

of the RVNAF - -the possibility that ifs will to fight might signiﬁcamzly

decline.

But, in the light of subsequent events, the NIE's a?praisal of

the capabilities of the RVNAF appears to have overlooked its vulnerability

to a command and control breakdown and to have underemphasized the
possibility of a breakdown of its will to fight in the face of strong

pressure. The NIE also failed to foresee the envelopment of the

retreating fighting units in a vast tide of refugees and military

dependents. Still, since the Estimate
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was highly qualified, and since it did not and, we think, could

not foresee Thieu's hasty and unplanned withd_ra.wals, these
failures were certainly not complete ones. And the likely
performance under stress of many of the South Vietnamese -

units which performed so badly after Thieu's decision to withdraw
was to some extent predicted. The question was 'addresseé_, for
example, in the December 19, 1974 joint CIA/DIA stuéy entitled
""Status of the South Vietnamese Combat Forces. " It characterized
these units in this WEEVLY:‘

"ARVN units in MR 1 are generally in poor condition
following the extended period of heavy combat. All three
regular ARVN infantry divisions--the lst, 2d, and 3d--are
understrength and most of the regiments are only marginally
combat effective. ' {p. 1) /All three broke without being
seriously challenged by the NVAJ.

"The 23d division is still at full strength, and is
rested and combat effective, but would have difficulty
defending Pleiku and reinforcing Kontum with the supporting
forces now present in the highlands if heavy Communist
attacks broke out. "(p.7) /A combination of the fight for
Ban Me Thuot, which involved two new NVA divisions, and
the manner in which the withdrawal order was implemented
resulted in this division's disintegration/.

"The 22d division...can be expected to continue
performing well against Communist forces in Binh Dinh
Province." (p.7) /Apparently it did, until it, too, becarme
aware of the general unravelling which had taken place
elsewhere/.

25X1
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Only the analysis of the Marine division may have been far
off the mark:

""The Marine Division, long considered one of South
Vietnam's finest combat units. . .is rated highly effective
and the most combat-ready ARVN unit in MR l. " (p-3)

/ While all the events surrounding its withdrawal from.
northern MR 1 are still unknown, it apparently maintained
its unit integrity until it reached Danang. After its
arrival there and during the period of the withdrawal

of the Marines from Danang, there was an apparent

major breakdown in its discipline/.

From all the above, it can be fairly esta.biishedr thaﬁ the
community did_liqz wear rose-colored glassess when looking at
the South Vietnamese armed forces. It can also.be said," however,
that it did nof anticipate the degree and extent of the strain those
forces would be subjected to 5y their own Cmnurza,nder~i.n—Chie.f.:‘.-'

Nevertheless, Thieu's unfortunate behavior was of a character, o

4nd his decision was made in such a way, a s‘cc;vmtually preclude —N'M}
our ability to foresee it. It was also of a character--e.g., his -

extraordinary vacillation concerning whether oxr not Hue would be

defended--which advei‘sely affected the ability‘of his corﬁmanders

and t;t"C'J'OpS. to‘ fL;.xf;.cfio-n. - S
The increasing remoteness of GVN officials with their US

counterparts--well noted during the past year as funerican resolve

vis-a-vis South Vietnarn waned--sevexely hampered US efforts ta

assess trends in South Vietnamese politics and policies. But, in
Approved For Release 2004/12/01 { CIA-RDP80M01066A001100080011-2
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the last analysis, it was the peculiar inner working of Thieu's
mind which was decisive. It was not the plan to withdraw in
itself, but, rather, the manner of its implementation, which
produced the psychological shock waves.

III. More Recent Estimating

The most recent estimate is SNIE 53/14.3-75: ”Aséessment
of the Situation in South Vietnam,' 27 March 1975. Written in the
midst of the chaotic situation which obtained to the northern half
of South Vietnam, its key judgment was:

"Communist momentum, however, will be hard to

stop, and the North Vietnamese may be tempted to

commit the remaining portion of their strategic resexrve

to exploit the situation. Even if they do so, we believe

that the GVN's military strength in the southcrn part of

the country will enable it to survive the current dvy

season, although additional losses are certain....

Even 50, ...the result likely /_ }Vil}_/ be defeat by early

1976." ' ’

Since the SNIE's publication, all of MRs 1 and 2 have been
lost and there is no sign that the North Vietnamese offensive is ;
abating. The community's view now is that this estimate may be

too sanguine. A new estimate is currently in the works {(probably

out on 4 April). This will likely conclude that, because of the

’ psychological impact of military reverses and political uncertainty,

and because Hanoi will bring yet additional forces into the struggle,

: 8
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it may only be a matter of months, if not weeks, before South
Vietnam collapses militarily or a government is installed in

Saigon which will agree to a settlement on Communist terms.
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